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For the first time in more than thirty years, no major incidents marred presidential elections in the
Dominican Republic on May 13. Although Jose Francisco Pena Gomez of the Partido Revolucionario
Dominicano (PRD) failed to win the absolute majority needed to capture the presidency on the
first ballot, he led his nearest rival, Leonel Fernandez of the Partido de la Liberacion Dominicana
(PLD), by seven percentage points. Pena Gomez and Fernandez will now face each other in a runoff
election on June 30. The winner will begin a four-year term of office on Aug. 16, replacing outgoing
seven-term President Joaquin Balaguer.
However, concern is growing that the 89-year-old Balaguer will attempt to stay in office for two
more years (see NotiSur, 05/10/96). Most certainly, he will be influential in the runoff campaign. In
a victory that he called a "landslide," Pena Gomez took 45.93% of the valid votes compared with
38.94% for the PLD's Fernandez and 14.99% for Jacinto Peynado, vice president and candidate for
the governing Partido Reformista Social Cristiano (PRSC).
More than 3.7 million of the 7.6 million Dominicans had registered to vote, but, according to the
Junta Central Electoral (JCE), 21.37% of the eligible voters stayed home. Nevertheless, the number
was down from recent elections in which abstention reached 40%. In another improvement over
prior elections, unofficial final tabulations were completed 36 hours after the polls closed, and
official results were announced by the JCE on May 21. No candidate challenged the results. During
the campaign, Balaguer did little to promote Peynado's candidacy. In the final PRSC rally, Balaguer
urged people to vote but did not call on them to vote for Peynado. And on election day, Balaguer
was among those who did not cast a ballot.
The campaign was marked by strident racism and anti- Haitian rhetoric from Balaguer as well as
from Fernandez and other members of the PLD, who repeatedly alluded to Pena Gomez's Haitian
background and to his alleged plans to unite the Dominican Republic and its neighbor Haiti.
Although 70% of Dominicans are black or of mixed-race, racial and ethnic prejudice is widespread.
In the weeks leading up to the elections, human rights workers accused the government of rounding
up and deporting Haitians and Dominicans of Haitian ancestry who could not readily produce
documents proving their citizenship. According to the national immigration office (Direccion
General de Migracion, DGM), nearly 5,000 Haitians were repatriated in the last few weeks.
The national human rights commission (Comision Nacional para los Derechos Humanos) accused
the Balaguer government of violating international treaties and conventions through arbitrary
deportations. "More than 350,000 foreigners of various nationalities live illegally in the country, but
only those with black skin were deported," said commission president Porfirio Nina. Although the
Dominican Republic and Haiti share the Caribbean island of Hispaniola, differences in language,
income, and race create a barrier between the two countries. In Haiti, where the average per capita
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income is only about one-third that in the Dominican Republic, most of the population is black
and speaks Creole. On the other hand, only about 11% of the population in the Spanish-speaking
Dominican Republic is considered black, 16% is white, and 73% is classified as being of mixed race.
With a small white aristocracy that views Haitians with disdain, many mixed-race Dominicans have
chosen to identify themselves as white.
For Pena Gomez, however, "black pride" was a cornerstone of his campaign. At his final rally just
prior to the elections, Pena Gomez proudly referred to his dark skin, pointed out racist remarks by
his opponents, and urged the mostly mixed-race and black "impoverished masses" to vote for him.
Racial politics have grown in importance in the Dominican Republic in recent years as Pena Gomez
emerged as a strong presidential contender. If he wins the runoff, Pena Gomez will become the first
black president in the Dominican Republic in more than a century. Critics charged that the racist
rhetoric of the PRSC and the PLD was aimed at intimidating black voters into staying away from the
polls and it is unclear how much the anti-Haitian campaign contributed to voter abstention.
Nevertheless, in contrast to the fraud-ridden elections two years ago that were denounced nationally
and internationally, the May 19 elections were quickly endorsed by observers, including those from
the Organization of American States (OAS), which oversaw the electoral process. "We believe that
any problems are relatively minor and do not interfere with the popular will," said Cesar Gaviria,
OAS secretary general. "The OAS feels that these few incidents will not affect the outcome of the
election." In its report, the Dominican citizens observer network (Red Ciudadana de Observadores)
said the process showed a "great civic spirit" and agreed that the few anomalies "do not call into
question the legitimacy" of the vote.
For his part, JCE president Cesar Estrella Sadhala said he was satisfied with the registration and
the voting process. Nevertheless, former Colombian president Belisario Betancur, who headed the
observer team from the US-based Carter Center, warned that increased polarization is likely before
the runoff. "It is going to take much prudence and good judgement," said Betancur. "When the
contest is only between two candidates, there are more temptations and emotions run higher." In
the weeks before the runoff election, both Pena Gomez and Fernandez will be courting PRSC voters.
Pena Gomez has expressed interest in winning the support of the faction of the PRSC headed
by Peynado. In addition, he warned that "no political program can respond successfully to the
difficult economic, political, and social challenges of these times unless it integrates all Dominicans
into the process." PRSC leaders said they will hold a convention to decide whether the party will
form an alliance with Fernandez and the PLD. PRSC political secretary Federico Antun said the
convention would seek to restructure the PRSC and promote a change in its direction. The party,
which Balaguer founded 30 years ago, received its lowest share ever of votes cast in a presidential
election. Antun said any party decision to endorse one of the two candidates in the runoff would
reflect the position of Balaguer. "President Balaguer controls 99% of the party," Antun said.
Commenting on Peynado's statement that he would not endorse either of the two finalists, Antun
added, "I think Peynado has been a very independent person, but he has always been respectful
of President Balaguer." So far, Balaguer, has only called for the creation of a "patriotic front," but
it appears likely that the PRSC will support Fernandez. Leaders of the PLD said on May 22 that
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they were ready to begin negotiations with the PRSC to win their endorsement. And, Balaguer
dashed any illusions that he would remain above the fray when he fired government official Angel
Lockward days after the elections for saying he would support Pena Gomez in the runoff. Lockward,
who was in charge of the distribution of donations from the European Union (EU), also faces
expulsion from the party for his actions.
In addition, on May 22 a PRSC leader once again raised concerns that Balaguer might try to hang
onto the presidency. Gilberto Lopez, secretary general of the Santo Domingo Committee of the
PRSC, said Balaguer had been elected in 1994 for four years and that election had been ratified
by the National Assembly. At the same time, opponents viewed with uneasiness Balaguer's
decision, just before the elections, to replace top military and police leaders with hardliners who
can be counted on to unconditionally support any move Balaguer makes. (Sources: New York
Times, 05/18/96; Inter Press Service, 05/07/96, 05/18/96; Agence France-Presse, 05/09/96, 05/14/96,
05/16-19/96, 05/21/96, 05/22/96; Reuter, 05/10/96, 05/12/96, 05/17/96, 05/20-22/96)
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